only mythical, whereas a sergeant was a real, ever-present source
of oppression. Indeed, after a few weeks in the Army, though one
realised that such things as generals must exist, one's mind
stopped short at sergeants.

In course of time, though reluctantly, Martin had come to
regard Sergeant Gatcham as indispensable. He might describe the
man as an old lug, or a bog man, try to persuade himself that a
sergeant was no better than other men of flesh and blood, and
gloat like everyone else whenever he made the slightest error; but
secretly Martin recognised that Sergeant Gatcham was not of
common clay, The very air he breathed seemed different, if only
tainted. In this world of sloping arms, right turns, and saluting, he
stood supreme. And all other worlds were long since obliterated,
dim memories at best, like dreams. It was difficult to conceive of
life without Sergeant Gatcham as the pivot, for who but he would
call them up to attention when an officer strolled by, or get them
right-dressed on parade, or teach them as he had been doing for
nearly two years the intricacies of saluting, or warn them against
the pitfalls of slow marching? Yet it sometimes occurred to Martin
that, with the whole weight of the British military machine behind
them, ordinary mortals might in time develop into the stuff of
which sergeants were made.

"Be Jasus!" cried Dolly, stumbling through the door, "My left
eg's seized up."

He had recently been on a motor transport course. He groaned,
gingerly feeling his hip.

' "You sound like a duck with an egg stuck half-way," remarked
Gelda rudely. "Hey! Look where you're sticking those ruddy
barges of yours."

This was to Nobby, who had somehow become jammed in the
crush at the door, to be sent spinning into the road.

"I'm just abart ferarned off," he breathed. "And when I'm
brarned off I go backwards because I don't give a damn where
I'm going."

In his haste, Martin had forgotten to clean his cap badge, and
instead of twinkling like a star in the heavens it was tarnished.

"I see we're back on the gold standard again," observed Snags.

"Oh, you -ignore the ignoramus," said the Bishop with
sympathy. "It'll rub,"
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